THE AGE OF SUFFERING

xv

During the next two days Pem declared that he was "upset" by his
excesses at the dinner.

" I think it was the chartreuse I ended up with in particular. I never
normally drink liqueurs/' he said.

He had not said a word to Jean-Noel about the incident in the bath-
room. But he could not forget the scene, that "appalling woman," her
back against the wash-stand, leaning over backwards and Jean-Noel...
Jean-Noel who had not even realized that the door had been opened...
Jean-Noel who was blind to everything ...

"But how dare I reproach him, after what occurred between us?"
Pem thought. "It was bound to happen. One day or another he was
bound to go back to women. God, make my suffering less. God, I
promise to return within your fold."

And he promised to visit all the churches of Venice at the rate of
five a day, a pilgrimage he invented for his own pleasure, since it would
give him the opportunity of seeing once again all the paintings he so
loved, beginning with the Garpaccios in the Ghapel of St George.

But the next morning, when he woke up, he was seized with a sensa-
tion of appalling nausea as if he were suffering from seasickness. The
palms of his hands had turned yellow, and when he looked at himself
in the mirror he saw that the whites of his eyes had gone yellow too.
He had a temperature and pain in his joints.

When the doctor was summoned, he put the patient on vegetable
soup and prescribed large doses of liver-extract.
"'Jaundice, it's really too absurd," said Pem.

"A typical case; it'll take three weeks, my poor dear," said Maxime
de Bayos. " It's a ridiculous disease, but not dangerous."

The next day, Pern's face was of some indecisive colour between olive
and old wood.

He was very good about allowing himself to be nursed, but asked his
friends not to stay in the room.

"No, don't come to see me, please; I'm too ugly, I don't want to be
seen looking like this."

Nevertheless they came to his bedside in turn to amuse him. But he
barely spoke to them. His temperature had come down, but he seemed
to have fallen into profound exhaustion.

Silently, unceasingly, he lived over again the events of the last weeks.
His unhappy love for Jean-Noel, the discovery of his own impotence,
the Rocapolli dinner-party, all the catastrophes that had impinged on
his delicate sensibilities.

"Do you want something to read?" Ben asked him.

"Yes, perhaps."

But  he   barely   opened   the   novels,   the   volumes  of   verse,   the
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